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Whose idea was this?

This summer in our Year of the Bible, we have been exploring the “writings” section of the scriptures. We began with the Psalms, and then we spent July we have been looking at some of what Ron referred to last week as the “strange” books of the Bible. We looked at Ecclesiastes and Job, and today we get to the Song of Songs, or the Song of Solomon.

Now, for those of you that have been following our Bible reading plan, I wonder what your response was when you got to those two days in late January when you were supposed to read the Song of Songs. 
· Maybe you enjoyed it, as a welcome change to the kings and conquests you were just reading about in the books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles. 
· Maybe you were just glad to have to have gotten through Psalm 119 the day before, a single chapter that is so long that it took two days to wade through. 
· Maybe you enjoyed the poetic language of the Songs. 
· Or maybe, to borrow a phrase from Ted Swartz, it gave you the ickies. 
· As you thought about the language that Cynthia just used in reading some samples, maybe you asked yourself, “What in the name of God’s green earth is this book even doing in the Bible?” “Whose idea was this?”
That’s a question we are going to look at this morning. I’m guessing that the MYFers picked up on the fact that I got this sermon out of this purple box. 

· What is this box?

· What does it mean?

I bring out this gift-wrapped box each time that we talk about the gift of sexuality that God has given us. And that’s what the Song of Songs is about – the gift of sexuality. In preaching today, I’m indebted to a book by Dan Allender and Tremper Longman III.
 They begin their book by saying that the “Song of Songs is a collection of related erotic poems that emphasizes the goodness of sex. It does not hesitate to arouse and entice, nor does it fail to warn and caution. It is a book that has been considered too dangerous to be in the canon or read by those new to the biblical message.”
So this morning, we could do two things. We could talk about the book itself, how it’s structured, the role it plays in the canon, how it’s been interpreted throughout history, etc. 
In the interest of time, I won’t do that, though if you are interested, you can read more about it in the version of the sermon that will be posted on line. 

The short version is this:

The Song of Songs was a part of the Old Testament from the very beginning. The early church fathers knew it was about sex, but they interpreted it as an allegory of the love between God and the church or Christ and the church. In doing so, they disembodied the Song. Or as Longman puts it, they “de-sexed” it.  

In the last couple of centuries, as scholars and archeologists started to dig deeper and compare it to the writings of surrounding cultures, they began to move away from seeing the Song as allegory. No, they said, it’s primarily about sex. In fact, as I heard one person say, if you compare the Bible with other cultures’ writings, the question is not “why is any there erotic poetry in the Bible,” the question is “why isn’t there more of it?”

The long version is this:
Traditionally, the song has been attributed to Solomon – after all, look at the first verse, “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s.” But Longman and others point out that the Hebrew can be read in several ways – we can think of it as being “by” Solomon, but also “about” Solomon, or “for” Solomon,” or even “in the tradition of Solomon.” And to be honest, when I think of the man that had 700 wives and another 300 concubines, this book seems to be a bit too holistic for him. So we really don’t know who wrote it, or how it came to be. 
Folks like Longman suggest that rather than reading it as a single unified story, or as a drama, it’s best to see it as a series of poems. He counts 23 of these poems, and we heard two of them. There are two primary characters in the poems, though they are joined at times by others, such as a supporting chorus that’s often called the “daughters of Jerusalem.” If you count, the majority of the poems, or at least the longest ones, are written in the voice of the young woman. The woman is often the one who initiates the relationship, and some scholars suggest that these factors may be evidence that the writer itself was a woman, which would make this the only book in the Bible written by a woman. 
Just as we don’t know for sure who wrote the book, we also don’t know when, though scholars will generally consider it one of the later books of the Old Testament. But even if it was written near the end of the time that the Hebrew scriptures came together, around 300 BCE, it was still a few centuries later that we have our first surviving interpretation of the book. Around 100 A.D., the rabbi Akiba left us with a couple of memorable statements about the book. First, he said that “whoever sings the Song of Songs with a tremulous voice in a banquet hall and treats it as a sort of ditty has no share in the world to come.” Longman suggests that this tells us two things – people understood that the Song spoke about sex, and the religious authorities were doing their best to suppress that meaning. Then, in response to those who suggested that the Song shouldn’t be in the Bible because of its sensuality, Akiba said, “God forbid!—no one in Israel ever disputed about the Song of Songs… for all the ages are not worth the day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel; for all the writings are holy, but the Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies.”
Akiba gave the book such a high standing because he believed that the book spoke not of the love between a man and a woman but rather between God and God’s people. He didn’t read it according to the obvious, commonsense meaning. He made it a figurative meaning by understanding the book as an allegory. In that reading, the man is God, and the woman is Israel. And if we read it that way, it’s far and away the most intimate and passionate description of God’s relationship with God’s people. Books like Hosea have examples of this sensual and intimate love, but there’s no other book in the Bible that makes love its entire focus. No wonder he considered the Song of Songs the holy of holies.

Over the next centuries, Jewish interpreters continued to take this allegorical approach, and early Christians did the same, bringing Jesus into the picture. So, for example, in verse 13 of chapter 1, where it says, “My lover is to me a sachet of myrrh lodging between my breasts,” they read the myrrh as referring to Jesus (think about gold, frankincense, and myrrh). And they read Jesus as being lodged between the “two breasts” of the Old and New Testament.

When you combine that allegorical understanding with the philosophy of Plato that pitted matters of the body against the matters of the spirit, you get a sense that the body is a hindrance to our spiritual life. So, to grow spiritually, the body had to be ignored – or worse. Nothing was more connected to the body than sex. And not just the physical act, but also the emotions that go with it. Sex arouses desire – desire directed not toward God but toward the other. 

So that explains the behavior of many of the great theologians of the time and their interpretation of the song. Around the year 200, the great theologian Origen castrated himself to keep from acting on his sexual impulses, and in doing so, Longman suggests that he “de-sexed” the Song of Songs. A couple of centuries later, Jerome, another giant of the faith, would actually throw himself into a thorn bush whenever he felt sexual arousal, so it’s not a surprise that he also adopted an allegorical approach to the book. In a letter to one of his followers, he told her that she should direct her daughter to read the rest of the Bible first. She should even commit to memory the prophets, the Pentateuch, the books of Kings and Chronicles, and the rolls of Ezra and Esther before she could read the Song of Songs. Otherwise, she would “fail to perceive that though it is written in fleshly words, it is a marriage song of a spiritual wedding. And not understanding this she would suffer from it.”

I could give other examples. Early Anabaptists referenced the Song quite a bit, not so much in discouraging its use, but by making the allegorical connections.

But over the last two hundred years or so, you’ll be hard-pressed to find scholars who take it as an allegory in the manner of Akiba and Origen. When archeologists began to explore Israel and the Middle East, they began discovering ancient writings – writings from Egypt and elsewhere that included love poetry. Writings that sounded a lot like the Song of Songs. In fact, as I heard one person say, if you compare the Bible with the writings of the communities around the Israelites, the question is not “why is there erotic poetry in the Bible,” the question is “why isn’t there more of it?” 
But last week, Ron reminded us that “all scripture is God-breathed and is profitable to us.” But Allender and Longman suggest that the sexual, erotic meaning of the Song of Songs is still suppressed in the church today, like it has been over the centuries, in at least two ways. First, many preachers still teach and preach the Song as an allegory, even though it has none of an allegory’s literary features. Allegories are usually quite obvious, and the relationships are one to one. That’s not present in the Song. 

But most often, we suppress the Song by simply ignoring it. When’s the last time you heard a sermon about it, for example? Perhaps at a wedding, but likely not otherwise. To my knowledge, it’s only been preached about a couple times in the last decade or so at Waterford, today and in our “Body and Soul” series a couple years ago.
But that suppression is dangerous. “By removing the Song from scripture on a practical level,” they say, “by not reading it, teaching it, or preaching it—we keep ourselves from clearly hearing God’s voice on sex, and sexuality is a significant and often confusing part of our human experience.”
 
Sexuality is confusing on a number of levels, and it’s confusing throughout our lifetimes. 
· It’s confusing when we are young and discovering what it means to be male and female.

· It’s confusing when our bodies are developing and changing as we experience puberty.
· It’s confusing when we are making choices about modesty or about how physically engaged to be in a relationship. 
· It’s confusing when we talk about same-sex orientation. (And as an aside,  I’m choosing not to go there this morning. That’s an important “microconversation” that the church needs to have, but I want to stick with the “macroconversation” about sexuality this morning. I also want to honor the language of the Song of Songs that uses “he and her,” “she and him.”)
· Sexuality is confusing when we are making decisions about who we will be in a long-term relationship and marriage with (and whether we will be in such a relationship). 
· It’s confusing when we choose to become parents. 
· It’s confusing when we long to become parents, when our peers our becoming parents, but we are wrestling with infertility. 
· It’s confusing when we are exposed to and affected by pornography. By promiscuity. By prostitution, sexual abuse, human trafficking, rape.... 
· It’s confusing when our bodies change in middle age and beyond, and we may not be as interested or able to engage with our partner the way we once did. 

· It’s confusing when we are single, either by choice or by life circumstance, and we wonder whether it’s okay to find pleasure in ourselves. 

· It’s confusing as men, and it’s confusing as women.

· It’s just plain confusing.
“The point is simple and disturbing,” Yet, says Allender. “Every human being on this earth struggles with sexual thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that are contrary to love and in conflict with the holiness of God. We can either pretend that a few struggle with sexual problems that don’t tempt the rest of us, or we can openly acknowledge that all humanity is caught up in sexual struggles that must be engaged with if we are truly to be human.”
 

And in the midst of this confusion, in the midst of these struggles, we have a book that offers a clear message from God. That message is this: God loves sex. Yes, “our sexuality has the potential to trap our soul and body in lust and sexual harm, but the God of the universe intends to redeem and revolutionize our sexuality so that we might know incredible pleasure, not only with our spouse, but also in relationship with our God. Sex is not only sensual and physical; it is also profoundly personal and spiritual. To separate the two is to rob both meaning and pleasure from our life.”

So, let’s look briefly at five themes that Allender and Longman identify in the poetry of the Song of Songs. To help us, I’ve asked Janet and Michelle to include some excerpts from the Song of Songs in your bulletin, so you may want to have that handy. We will be jumping around a bit. It is the NIV, which has suggestions as to who the speaker is in the various parts. These designations are additions by the translator, so they may vary from one translation to another. And speaking of translations, reading a text from several translations is also a good idea, but I think it’s especially helpful in books of poetry like the Song of Songs. There are a lot of figures of speech, so it can be beneficial to see the words and phrases that different people have chosen. 

As you are reading, remember that there are a lot of euphemisms and cultural references present, so it’s helpful to not think in purely literal terms. Words such as “garden,” “legs,” “belly,” or “wall,” for example, are often represent other things, frequently either male or female genitals. 
The first theme that Allender and Longman identify is DESIRE, the fuel that propels us to a dance of erotic play and pleasure. But desire is more than a drive or a craving. It is the sinew of sexuality that strengthens our arousal through memory and anticipation. Desire for sex is also not the same as the desire for intimate union. This distinction between desires would be inconceivable in an innocent, sin-free world. There the desire for sexual pleasure would have been entirely bound to the desire to arouse, bless, and serve the other.
In the very first poem of the Song, the woman speaks of her desire for the man. It is the woman, not the man, who is the initiator of the relationship. Too often, we’ve had this stereotype that men are more interested in sex than women, but that’s not the case here. This passage also refutes the stereotype that women need to be passive in relationships, waiting for the man to pursue. Each desires the other 

In the poem, the woman offers compliments to the man. Compliments are an initiator of intimacy, but compliments need to be honest, not insecure flattery. Then in verse four (which I missed), you will see how the friends affirm the glory and goodness of this desire. (They say, “We will exult and rejoice in you; we will extol your love more than wind.”) Our sexuality, though meant to be intrinsically private, is also part of the public imagination and conversation. That’s still another reason to celebrate weddings and anniversaries.
Chapter 7:11-13 is another desire passage, where the woman invites the man to go to the countryside in the springtime, a place and a time that represents fertility, growth, new life, and joy. There, she says, “I will give my love to you.” The Hebrew word for “love” is talking more about physical love than emotional love.

Chapter 4:8-9 is part of a larger poem, but here the man expresses his desire. Just one look at her, and she steals his heart. We can get caught up in the word “sister” in verse 9. But Jewish culture, like others, considered incest to be wrong. “Sister” is a term of endearment. Other translations, for example, use language like “my treasure.”

Verse 8 says “bride,” a word that’s not used a lot in the Song. Some folks might get hung up on the fact that there is little reference to “husband” and “wife” in the Song, but clearly in the context of a culture that forbid premarital and extramarital sex, we’re talking about a marriage relationship.

So, desire is the water of the soul, and desire is present in the Song. We can do nothing without desire – desire fills our acts, whether consciously or not. The desire to be captured by delight is one of the most lovely and holy desires of the heart. And sexual desire includes a commitment to honor and care, but it also includes playful flirtation, intense arousal, and carefree pleasure.

Desire can sometimes trap us. It can reveal that we seldom honor desire and sensuality as holy because of the inherent tensions that come from our impure hearts. But the nature of desire also awakens the heart to something much deeper, the transcendent delight of God.

A second theme is that of BEAUTY. In the Song, we are aroused by a series of images, symbols, and narratives. The most erotic, striking, and sensuous speeches in the Song are the ones in which the man and woman describe each other’s beauty, from head to toe, from bottom to top. They are not prudes; they celebrate every part of their lover’s body. But the poems also aren’t crude – they speak in tasteful metaphors that revel in their lover’s bodily beauty.  
These are some of the poems that we look at and laugh. Look at 4:1-7, for example. Who among us has referred to another’s hair as like a flock of goats? Or teeth like a flock of shorn sheep, with none of them missing? But before dental hygiene, toothpaste, and six-month checkups, perhaps it’s remarkable that her teeth are as white as flock of sheep just shorn! 
If these poems were written today, they would have come out differently. One of my favorite cartoons in the newspaper is “Zits,” which stars the teenage Jeremy.  
A couple of weeks ago, Jeremy said to his girlfriend, Sarah, “Your eyes shine like the ‘Gain’ and ‘Treble’ knobs on a JVM 210c Marshall Amplifier.” 

This leaves Sarah a little perplexed, until he assures her that that is “a good thing.” And she says, “Thanks for clarifying.”

Verses 1-7 go from head to breast. In verses 8-9 that we talked about before, he expresses his desire, and then in the remainder of the chapter he continues on to the remainder of her body. In chapter 5:10-16, she takes her turn to describe his beauty, again from head to toe, and again using euphemisms along the way.
 Chapter 6:13-7:10 is another beauty passage, this time going from toe to head. 

The language of arousal in erotic beauty is breathtaking, and when we fail to be aroused by the physicality of our spouse we have turned away from being captured by God’s creation. 
But what if our spouse is overweight? Or aging? What if our spouse isn’t as attractive as the one who delivers our pizza or hooks up our cable? Well, every culture defines what is beautiful, and any variance is seen as less attractive. But seeing only those definitions is a failure to see that every bit of creation bears the beauty of the Creator. There is beauty in every body, in every portion of creation. Beauty is bound not merely to sight but to the soul. The more we delight in inner beauty, the more we will be readily disposed to be in awe of the physical beauty in each person, and to see that body as a reflection of the glory of God.
A third theme includes the SEXUAL SCENES, the seductive teasing, verbal banter, dealing with privacy, preserving honor, and imagining the process of pleasuring another. We are beings who understand and learn through narratives. And we are not simply sexual beings; we are sexual beings who live out our sexuality through stories and fantasies of desire and beauty. We inherit what Allender calls “scripts” from many sources, including our family, the culture, the church, our friends, and many others places. These scripts can be both helpful and harmful.

And these scripts don’t just arise on our wedding day. We are sexual beings from birth, and it’s naïve to think that children aren’t curious and experimenting from their first year. Society certainly does not have hesitation to talk about sex. Society talks about sex constantly, and not in the way God intended. That’s why it’s helpful as Christians to look at conversations like those that are in the Song. 
Chapter 2:1-7 is a playful song that opens with the woman describing herself as a rose of Sharon, just another commonplace “lily of the valleys.” She is saying that she is beautiful, but no more so than other women. 
And he responds by contradicting her. The woman is right that there are many, many beautiful women in the world, but he insists that this particular woman attracts all of his attention. She is the only one worth looking at, the only one that he wants to be intimate with.
And she responds, showing that her feelings match his. He is a sweet apple tree among the many trees of the forest, and by verse 6 they are in a restful, but intimate embrace. The passionate lovemaking is over, but they rest in each other’s arms. 

Verses 8-17 capture another scene, in a garden that reminds us of Eden. The “garden” motif reminds us that the Song of Songs is about the redemption of sexuality. When we talked about the psalms, we identified psalms of orientation, disorientation, and re-orientation or new orientation. Perhaps we can think about the Song of Songs this way. In Genesis 2:25, the man and woman were naked and felt no shame. Perhaps that represents an orientation to how God intended our sexuality. In Genesis 3:7, their eyes were opened following the fall. They felt shame and so they clothed themselves. Perhaps that represents sexual disorientation. In the garden poems like this, where they are again naked and feel no shame. Perhaps we have here a sexual psalm of re- or new orientation.

Allender and Longman say that it is impossible to feel desire for your spouse and not enter the realm of story. Those of us that are married probably remember our first date, perhaps our first kiss, and perhaps many other firsts. And seconds. And thirds. Remembered goodness, shared fantasy, and the sweetness of sexual joy are meant to help us anticipate the story of redemption and new orientation.

No. 4: the STRUGGLE toward genuine intimacy. We are sexual beings from the day we are born to the day we die, and we will struggle to know and embrace goodness along the way. The Song presents a beautiful picture, but it is also realistic. 

In chapter 2:15, we are introduced to the “foxes,” those things that threaten the harmony and well-being of the sexual garden. Pornography, immorality, seduction, and sexual violence – those are all “foxes” in our lives. They are threats that are very easy to identify in principle, even if they are very hidden in our lives. 

Chapter 5:2-6:3 is one of the longer poems in the book. It describes some of the foxes that can be present in relationships, foxes from the outside like the cultural expectations of control and violence represented by the watchmen in verse 7. Chapter 3:1-5 is another one poem I could have printed, about the struggle to achieve intimacy.

Both of these poems actually end in hope, after a time of struggle. Any honest couple who has enjoyed a healthy relationship knows that it doesn’t always come naturally. Two redeemed sinners living in the intensity of marriage will not experience only joy. Marriages often fall apart because one spouse didn’t meet up to the expectations of the other. But these poems show that what is called for in such moments isn’t the pursuit of someone else, but the pursuit of the relationship. Passion is not meant to be the exception in a marriage; it is meant to be the norm. When passion is lost, it must be pursued and recovered for the relationship to continue.

Those are struggles from the outside. Longman also suggests that any spirit that compromises joy is also a fox. Sometimes the foxes come in from those who love us and care for us more than anybody else, our families. In his work as a pastor, Longman says that any time he asks young married couples to identify the “foxes” that threaten intimacy in their lives, they identify children. Our families of origin can also be foxes.

In Jewish culture, brothers were responsible for protecting their sisters from men who would take advantage of them sexually. Chapter 1:5-6 describes brothers who keep their sister under control. “Dark” is not referring to race. It’s referring to how the brothers have made their sister work in the field, where she be tanned by the sun and thus less attractive to suitors. You can see her disdain for them when she refers to them not as “brothers” in verse 6, but as “my mother’s sons.”

That doesn’t mean families shouldn’t get involved in our choices, but an approach of engagement and interaction is much different that one of intrusion and coercion. Similarly, in chapter 8:8-9, the brothers say that their sister is not mature enough to get married when they describe how her breasts are not yet grown. They also question whether her body has been a closed wall or a sexually open door.
She responds with pride in verse 10, declaring her brothers clueless. They are clueless because they have not seen her commitment to saving herself for her wedding day. They have been clueless in not seeing her physical maturity. She is both erotic and a strong woman at peace with herself. 
The brothers’ role in these two poems is a reminder that family plays a critical role in our sexual development. That the focus is on the woman’s development is a function of the culture. It’s also a function of justice. Then, as now, it’s the woman who gets pregnant and, too often, gets cast aside. God does not want women to be exploited by men. God wants men and women to enjoy an intimate relationship protected by commitment. 

So there is complexity here, says Allender. If we let children and adolescents wander into their sexuality with no input, we turn them over to their peers and the powers of our marketing culture. If we choose to get involved, we’re going to be as clueless as the brothers from time to time. But families should be involved in their children’s sexual development and instruction. And remember that in this culture, the community of believers is seen as family. That’s why we get out the Sex Box on regular occasions. As a congregation, we, too, care about the healthy sexual development of our children and youth, both boys and girls.
So all in all, the Song sings to the high call of pleasure and joy, but it doesn’t deny the complexities or heartache involved.
Finally, the Song speaks of the GLORY of faithfulness. We’ve talked about poems that celebrate desire, and they urge us to take the risk of engagement. Chapter 3:6-11 is a poem that announces the grandeur of a committed relationship. It highlights the glory of marriage by describing the spectacle of a marriage. It’s described as Solomon’s wedding, but it’s not a historical report of an actual wedding.

It’s a huge wedding. Not everyone should have a huge wedding. In the U.S. in 2014, the average wedding is reported to have cost over $28,000. That’s more than the vast majority of people can afford, but it speaks to the specialness of the day. 
It is a magnificent event, complete with a stretch limousine surrounded by 60 warriors who will protect the bride and groom from any kind of threat. But such magnificence is not an end in itself. Instead, it emphasizes the glory of love and the grandeur of marriage that creates the context for the ultimate expression of love. Marriage is not a private affair but a public proclamation that invites others to witness and celebrate. As a community, we participate in the glory of the wedding of others.

There is much more that could be said about the nature of the Song. I began by saying that the Song is not an allegory about God or Christ and the church. But that is not to say that there is nothing in the Song that teaches us about the heart of God. Again, all scripture is profitable to us. No, there is much to be said about God in the Song, but it is learned indirectly, poetically, rather than through the heavy hand of prose. 

In the Song, we learn that it was God’s idea to play. Not only is God creative, but God loves to re-create. And God loves to recreate. The Garden in Genesis was a big play day that God entered in the cool of the day so that he could hang out with Adam and Eve. There was no sexual fear, perversion, or disgust. There was only pleasure, play, and joy. And in the Song of Songs, God invites his beloved children, both men and women, to return to the Garden of play.

In the Song, we also learn that it was God’s idea to be our faithful, committed spouse, even when we are more like the unfaithful lover described elsewhere in the Old Testament. It is God’s faithful, pursuing, passionate love for us that secures the promise of a new creation. Even when we are faithful to God, it is God’s faithfulness to us that first calls us to that promise of life.
In the Song, we learn that it’s God idea for us to flourish and to be fruitful. Sex in the Garden is not primarily about procreation. Having babies is named in the Song, but procreation is eclipsed by the sensuous delight of pursuit and pleasure. Sex is about human flourishing that fills both hearts with a fullness of being. Sometimes sex does results in a child, but that’s not its primary purpose. First and foremost, sex is our connective link with what it means to flourish and to worship. Worship is the interplay of awe and gratitude. We are amazed at the goodness of God demonstrated in another. 

As I conclude, I’ll summarize these ideas by quoting a convention. In the Song, said Debra Hirsch, we learn that “our sexuality doesn’t compete with our spirituality, it completes our spirituality.” In that seminar, she made a compelling connection between the two. In our spirituality, she said, each of us is looking for the “capital O” “Other.” We have a longing to know and to be known by God. In our sexuality (and she would made a distinction between our “social sexuality” and our “genital sexuality,” each of us is looking for the “lower-case ‘o’” “other.” We have a longing to know and be known by others. And what does Jesus ask us to do? To love God and to love each other. If our spirituality and our sexuality are not identical twins, she said, they are at least kissing cousins. 
And this is God’s idea for our sexuality as presented in the Song. Glory to the One who makes us holy, whole, and sexual. Amen.
� Dan B. Allender and Tremper Longman III, God Loves Sex: An Honest Conversation About Sexual Desire and Holiness, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books, 2014. All footnotes in this sermon refer to this book.
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� It’s not his “legs” that are pillars of marble, for example, says Longman. 





Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. 
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